
Black and Blue 
Dear Editor, 

Just a few points to keep you on 
your toes, young Sir. Pity about 
the 1996/97 Catalogue, which should 
have been issued with a magnifying 
glass to read the prices printed as 
small black characters on a blue 
background, a point which has 
been raised before in respect of 
magazine articles. Last year, I 
bought an Antex A545 24V 50W 
temperature controlled soldering 
iron from Maplin at no mean 
price, but it does not appear in 
the current catalogue. Does this 
mean that it will now be impassible 
to obtain spares such as the element 
which appears unique to this iron? 
lastly, your correspondent Ron Cook 
(Air Your Views, Issue 109) may 
be interested to know that way 
after the 1930s, the split-beam 
double-beam oscilloscope is still alive 
and well. In 1966, I purchased a 
surplus Cossor Model 1035 MkIII 
which had been in recent use and 
serviced by the R.A.F.. It uses a 
—2kV CRT supply and has a +2kV 
post deflection anode supply, 
giving good focus with little 
intermodulation, despite the use 
of only one Y deflection plate 

per trace. The best Y frequency 
response is only 5Hz to 5MHz, but 
is still useful for audio and lower 
RE has expandable triggered or 
repetitive timebase with variable 
time delay, trace bight-up, direct 
access to the X and Y plates and 
Z modulation if required, 
plus a good service manual. Its 
substantial PSU and valves also 
keep the shack warm in winter, 
although I must admit to having 
a Maplin 20MHz DA3 scope for 
RF and more precise work. 

N. L. Smith, Stoke-on-Trent, 
Staffordshire. 

Most feedback we have received 
concerning the new MPS Catalogue 
has been complimentary 
towards the revised layout and 
presentation/printing - the text 
within the highlighted blue boxes, 
in my opinion at least, is easily 
readable in reasonable lighting 
conditions from a distance of about 
3 feet away! (I conducted a quick 
test as I wrote this reply.) The 45W 
Antex A545 soldering iron (YZ70M) 
uses bit type 1106, which is available 
as Stock Code FR3OH. In fact, any 
of the (type 1100-1109) bits suitable 
for the Antex CS/CX/TCS/XSD/XSTC/A 
soldering irons will fit the A545. 
Unfortunately. the A545 element 
is no longer stocked by Maplin. 

Wind-up Merchant! 
Dear Sir, 

Trevor Baylis has developed a radio 
receiver powered by handwound 
clockwork for use especially in 
under-developed countries where 
batteries are difficult to obtain 
and expensive. He was inspired 
by a humanitarian desire to spread 
health information on AIDS to 
Africans. From the beginning in 
1992, he encountered disbelief, 
discouragement and downright 
abuse for his idea of a clockwork 
powered radio, from all electronic 
manufacturers as well as an 
extensive series of critical letters 
in The Times. Then the BBC 
produced two QED programmes 
on his radio a year apart — the 
update being September 1996. 
He started manufacturing Bay Gen 
radios in South Africa with 100 
people (many with disabilities), 
producing 20,000 radios per month. 
Nelson Mandela described the 
radio as a "fantastic achievement", 
and Baylis was given BBC Designer 
of the Year award. Surprisingly 
the radio for under-developed 
countries proved to be very 
attractive to purchasers in Britain 
through a Radio Times offer and 
several other outlets. It was sold 
at a much greater price than the 
rock-bottom non-profit price to 
Africans. All this is well-known 
history, but demonstrates that old 
methods, heavy cumbersome and 
inefficient, can be revived to serve 
new ends by taking advantage of 
new materials where more power 
can be packed into less weight 
and space. This trend covers the 

whole of science, from the modem 
use of leeches and maggots in 
medicine to Clive Sindair's battery 
assisted bicycle — a fine example 
of the progress in magnetic 
materials in the motor. The Bay 
radio does not charge a battery, 
but recently on the market has 
appeared a solar cell/clockwork 
wind battery charger built into a 
radio. Also to be found are low 
power solar cell battery chargers 
and larger solar power supply 
units. It seems to me that the 
logical requirement is a clockwork 
battery charger which is adaptable 
to all sizes and types of rechargeable 
battery All the basic technology 
is feasible and the keen 
experimenters who read 
Electronics and Beyond 
are just the people to develop 
the idea. Just think of the many 
thousands of batteries in 
camcorders, personal stereos 
and disc players, mobile phones 
and laptop computers, where a 
spare recharging at a distance 
would prevent frustration. 
I don't think solar cells are 
the complete answer; clockwork 
manually wound is more reliable. 

Alastair Knight, Edinburgh. 

The simple ideas are often the best! 
Maplin stock the Solar/Dynamo 
Powered Radio, Stock Code BS58N, 
which has a built-in Ni-Cd battery to 
store the charge generated, allowing 
some 20 minutes of use in between 
windings, and of course, the Sinclair Zeta 
(Zero Emission Transport Accessory) 
is available as DZ90X. No doubt, 
'green energy sources will be 
used to power all manner of 
appliances to satisfy growing 
environmental concerns. 

Add Salt to Taste 
Dear Editor, 

Having installed an ion exchange 

domestic water softener about 
three years ago for my 4-bedroomed 
house and finding the rising cost 
of the bags of salt unwelcome, 
I installed one of the electronic 
gadgets four months ago, so I 
can now make some practical 
comment. Basically, the bulky ion 
exchange container requires £50 
of salt per annum and has to be 
topped up weekly. Installation 
and maintenance costs are very 
high in comparison with the 
relatively cheap electronic type 
which is quickly fixed in position 
on the water supply pipe. I found 
that the conventional type requiring 
salt, exchanged the calcium salts 
for sodium, which in the family's 
opinion, made the water not so 
acceptable for drinking. It did 
remove scale from the system 
which was a real problem before, 
so the bath water felt really soft, 
using less soap and no scum. 
The 'computerised' electronic 
package which it replaced 
consisted of a small box with a 
mains input, which was reported 
to produce a signal "consisting of 
a modulated waveform within a 
calculated frequency bandwidth, 
with frequencies consisting of 
some 160 computer-calculated 
changes within a four-minute 
timeframe. The 2 to 4 micron 
crystals produced become 
repellent and will not coagulate 
or precipitate and form scale 
in the same way as untreated 
calcium carbonate would". In 
practice, there is a fine white • 
powdery deposit in the electric 
kettle used for making the tea, 
which does not build up as the 
scale did. The old limescale is also 
being gradually removed over 
some weeks. The bath water does 
not feel as soft as before and 
there is some scum. On balance, 
the new gadgetry is preferred as 
the extra 'softness' with the old 
system was not considered to be 
worth the extra costs and trouble 

of regular maintenance. I would 
support Mr Sawyer's request for 
more information on the practical 
circuitry involved and how the 
electronics operate. One other 
related topic engrosses me at 
the moment. I purchased two 
electronic woodworm repeliera 
which emit ultrasonic sound 
waves at around 241cHz. Are they 
effective and do they work? Being 
ultrasonic, we cannot hear them 
operating. But wait, I found a way 
By connecting up the pair 
close together, at first, nothing 
happened. Then, after about a 
week, I heard a high-pitched 
noise coming from them — 
obviously a beat frequency This 
varied and disappeared, only to 
return a few days later. So, the 
circuitry used must produce a 
waveform that varies over time. 
As for the water softening gadget, 
could someone be found who 
could prepare an article for the 
magazine on the related circuitry 
and how ultrasonic frequencies 
may be measured or charted? 

John Aston, Dorchester, Dorset. 

Ultrasonic devices claimed to 
scare off cats and dogs have been 
around now for several years, 
but we weren't aware of the 
woodworm repellers until now! 
An alternative method of 'listening 
in' on ultrasonic sound emitters is 
to place a sheet of polystyrene 
packing foam nearby the sound 
source; the (constructive) 
interference of the sound waves 
within the foam causes an audible 
frequency to be heard in many 
cases. A way of measuring the 
frequency of ultrasound is to 
connect an ultrasonic receiver 
transducer (e.g. HY12N) to the 
input of either a digital frequency 
meter (DFM) or an oscilloscope. 
Simply read off the frequency on 
the DFM display or calculate it 
from the 'scope trace, using the 
equation: Frequency = 1/Period 
(time for one complete cycle). 
A pre-amplifier may be required 
to boost the signal from the 
transducer, depending on how 
sensitive the measuring equipment's 
'front end' is. See this month's 
Star Letter for a DIY electronic 
water de-scaler circuit. 

Long-lived Clock 
Dear Sir, 

'Eventy ears ago, I bought a Maplin 
digital alarm clock kit. I built the 
printed circuit boards and fitted 
everything into a custom-made 
wooden box. It worked very well 
then, and amazingly, it is still working 
today — 7,300 days non-stop! The 
alarm has woken me regularly and 
nothing has gone wrong. What is of 
additional interest is that soon after 
I completed the project, the gurus 
were predicting that the 'new EIngled' 
LED displays would fade and be 
unreadable in a few years. They 
got it wrong — I am sure my clock 
display is little different to the day 
it first brightened my bedroom. 
Edwards, East Grinstead, West Sussex. 

Good to hear that your 
Maplin clock kit has been 
giving good service for so long. 
LED displays tend to last 
indefinitely - usually a very 
long time - unless their 
operating current limit is 
being exceeded. However. 
liquid-crystal displays (LCDs) 
do have a limited life expectancy - 
50.000 hours being a typical 
figure quoted, which equates 
to 5.71 years of continuous 
use. Many modern LCDs 
will however exceed this by 
a large margin, but this wasn't 
the case with many early 
versions, which tended to 
become unreadable after 
a few years as the segments 
merged and spread, until 
eventually the whole display 
went black. 
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